An important message for parents of children with developmental disabilities who have encountered unprecedented disaster  by Inagaki, Masumi & Hayashi, Takashi
www.elsevier.com/locate/braindev
Brain & Development 35 (2013) 193–194Editorial statement
An important message for parents of children with developmental
disabilities who have encountered unprecedented disaster
Masumi Inagaki a,⇑, Takashi Hayashi b
aDepartment of Developmental Disorders, National Institute of Mental Health, NCNP, Kodaira, Tokyo, Japan
bFaculty of Nursing and Human Nutrition, Yamaguchi Prefectural University, Yamaguchi, Japan
Received 25 July 2012; accepted 8 August 20121. When we encounter disasters
Some people say that children with developmental
disabilities are not good at adapting to environmental
changes. Indeed, disasters dramatically change our sur-
roundings. During disasters, what we think of as
“unchangeable” actually changes, and events that
should never have happened do in fact happen. Children
with developmental disabilities often have to face major
changes, and sometimes, catastrophic situations. For
this reason, it is crucial for parents to believe that their
children with developmental disabilities are capable of
maintaining themselves during catastrophic situations.
Parents must understand that environmental changes
and disasters are not necessarily a burden on the chil-
dren. Although the children probably view the present
situation as “not common,” they readily accept the situ-
ation as something that must be endured.
Mega earthquakes and tsunamis have destroyed lives,
land, and infrastructure. As a result, we have had to
adjust our lifestyles, both the physical conditions and
the human environment. Instead of refusing to accept
the death of family members, for example, we can adopt
new, yet temporary, physical conditions, though these
are far from what we consider “normal” conditions. If
children – even those with disabilities – have the ability
to go to kindergarten or school by themselves, they will
gradually adapt to a newly constructed human
environment.0387-7604/$ - see front matter  2012 The Japanese Society of Child Neuro
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Although we experience a loss of food and water dur-
ing disasters, these conditions aﬀect all children, with or
without disabilities. Under these circumstances, children
with developmental disabilities often have more toler-
ance for catastrophic situations than non-handicapped
children do. Usually we expect children to engage in
aberrant behaviors due to maladaptation. In particular,
in shelters or other temporary housing where life tends
to be unpredictable, parents tend to avoid disturbing
the rhythm of daily life. For the children’s sake, how-
ever, we should play our parental roles as we do every
day, as we adapt to the new surroundings. It is also
important to be attentive; for example, pay close atten-
tion to and even cherish what the children say. The most
important procedure is discouraging fear by remaining
positive. Actually, it helps to smile a lot.
Keep in mind that a simply structured framework is
required for the safety of the children. Paradoxically,
shelter life is quite simple and easily understood by chil-
dren with developmental disabilities. Because the pur-
pose of shelter life is to simply survive or exist, there is
no gap between people’s stated principles and their real
intentions. Thus, these environmental conditions might
be little strain and therefore suitable for children with
disabilities.3. Concrete procedures for managing your children
We would like to propose the following ﬁve
procedures.logy. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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and any additional information to surrounding
people.
2. Maintain a smile for the sake of the children.
3. Trust the children’s intentions.
4. Assign tasks for the children.
5. Depend on the children.
The above ﬁve items will be explained in more detail
below.
1. It is often helpful to explain the children’s disabilities
and their behavioral characteristics to the people who
are sharing the environment. It is important to
explain not only potential problems, including aber-
rant behaviors, but also procedures for dealing with
the problems. We encourage you to accentuate the
child’s good characteristics as well. Divulging a
child’s diagnosis is not necessary. It is most important
for the people living around them to understand the
true identity of the children, without any labels.
2. Do not forget to smile and maintain a positive atti-
tude, no matter what happens. Moreover, conjuring
up positive facial expressions is a good skill for the
children to acquire.
3. Realize that your children have a natural ability to
adapt. Your children already do their best to live well
despite their impairments. Thus, children are often
resilient after a catastrophe and adapt well in an unfa-
miliar environment.4. In critical and catastrophic situations, people must
work hard to restore the environment. Usually, it is
not good for children with developmental disabilities
to remain in the same place. Children must stay busy
and feel useful by contributing in some way. There-
fore, we suggest requesting their help with laundry
or transportation. Ask them to collect the trash, hoe
the soil, and so forth. Such work will help the children
sleep well at night. Let’s make a greater eﬀort to
praise the children who help us.
5. Please trust in the abilities of the children with devel-
opmental disabilities to adapt to changes in their sur-
roundings. Be proud of the children’s actions and
attitudes. Remember that emotionally unmoved
facial expressions of the children support you when
you are in trouble. So, please allow yourself to
depend on your precious children during these trying
times. Even children who are accustomed to times of
peace can contribute in so many diﬀerent ways in the
face of unexpected disasters. Often, they put on brave
faces during disasters and are more resilient than we
could imagine.
4. Note
Above contents are shown in Japanese at the follow-
ing site; http://saigai-kokoro.ncnp.go.jp/medical_per-
sonnel/index.html.
